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ABSTRACT

In this paper I examine the nature of the aesthetic attitude which is based on a supra-rational instinct that ultimately aims at the beautiful.  I observe that it not only operates by way of the perceptive modes of intuition and sensation, but also consists of an Eros-based evaluative feeling function.  Individuation of the aesthetic nature involves refining one’s ability to differentiate grades of beauty and beauty from ugliness.  Although cultivating this attitude is of supreme value for psychological well being, a broader perspective is required for the sake of a more complete individuation.  The art of life requires the psychological attitude, which includes the aesthetic, in addition to other perspectives of equal value.

THE AESTHETIC ATTITUDE AND THE ART OF LIFE
Introduction

In this paper I discuss the nature of the aesthetic attitude pointing out its value and shortcomings.  I begin by contrasting the points of view held by Hillman and May with Jung’s more critical appraisal.  I then discuss the aesthetic attitude itself, taking into consideration Western notions of beauty and ugliness and the phenomenon of modern art.  I conclude that individuation requires another broader perspective, the psychological, one which embraces the aesthetic as well as others attitudes of equal value.

The Problem

Rollo May and James Hillman, two eminent contemporary psychologists, place high value on the aesthetic attitude for individuation and psychological well being.  Not only does May (1985) see art as an antidote for violence, but he also sees it as an inspiring force that counteracts feelings of insignificance.  Furthermore, he underscores the Greek concept areté, that the noble life is primarily the beautiful life, thus stressing the aesthetic attitude.  Hillman (1983) observes that his archetypal approach to psychology is essentially an aesthetic one and that he works therapy with an “artist’s fantasy” (pp 186, 187).  Otto Rank (1989) seems to hold a similar view going so far as to suggest that artists need to eventually renounce their artistic expression in favour of the creative formation of personality and life.  

In contrast to these views, in his early work, Psychological Types, Carl Jung (1974) forcefully argues that the aesthetic standpoint is insufficient in dealing with the difficult task of individuation, a view he never repudiates.  Although he developed a meditative process called active imagination, which includes a “picture method” (Henderson, 1990), he differentiates it from art in that it needs to be experienced actively and responsively, with full human concern and consciousness, and not simply passively.  According to Jung (1974), the more passive approach is generally true of the artist and the aesthetic perspective which, says Henderson (1984), “values the symbol for itself alone (pp. 53, 54).”
In actual fact, at least in some cases, there is an engagement between artists and their work in terms of active feeling evaluations, although the results generally remain with the art and don’t get translated into life.  By feeling I mean the rational function that responds to affective states, events and people with evaluations of worth (Jung, as reported in Sharp, 1987).  It includes degrees of liking and disliking that can become increasingly refined with greater consciousness.  It is through feeling evaluation that artists discern what they like or don’t like in their artistic productions.  There is also a need for Eros or relatedness, which is to say, a fully engaged instinctual relationship between artists and their art.  Art without Eros is, at best, decorative or perhaps based on some intellectual concept.  At its worst, it is monstrous.

From a psychological perspective there is, in addition, a need to interact with the imaginative process in order to gain awareness that can be applied to the conduct of one’s life.  Presumably something like this is what Rank is referring to, although by requesting artists to give up artistic expression he is throwing away an invaluable tool for objectifying the symbol that potentially allows one to see the symbolic process supporting one’s own life.  The aesthetic attitude is essential to allow for necessary receptivity to experience of both the unconscious and life itself.  But, in order to apply insight to life, more is needed.  For one, the religious attitude in the sense of conscientious “observing,” “pondering” and “taking account of,” based on religion derived from the word religere (Jung, quoted in Adler, 1975, pp. 482-488) is essential.  For another, the ethical, the aspiration for the good, which relates directly to the development of will, discipline and strength of character, is required.  

The Aesthetic Attitude: Its Value and Shortcomings

I now explore the nature of the aesthetic attitude and its value and shortcomings for the art of life, especially in the contemporary world.  Although the artist best personifies the aesthetic attitude, it can, according to Henderson (1984), be the natural predisposition of people from all walks of life.  It is based on a supra-rational instinct that aspires towards harmony and beauty, not only in objects of art, literature, dance, etc., but in religion, thought, relationships and general sense of being.  Although of supreme value I agree with Jung that, alone, it does not satisfy the difficult requirements of individuation and the development of consciousness.  Another perspective is required, one that embraces other points of view in addition to the aesthetic, which Henderson (1984) aptly calls the psychological attitude.

The word aesthetic is derived from the Greek aesthetikos, meaning “perceptive,” and from aesthanesthai “to perceive,” “to feel” (Campbell, 1986, p. 122).  The verb “to feel” is normally taken to refer to feelings or emotions and not on evaluative function.  The kinds of emotions or feelings involved in the aesthetic response include “being in awe of,” “being astonished,” “exulting in,” “being enraptured,” etc., by something beautiful.  According to Weekly (1967, p. 18), aesthetic simply means “to perceive.”  Likewise, Jung (1974) argues that the aesthetic attitude operates particularly by way of the sensation and intuitive functions, the two perceptive modes.  R. B. Onions (1988, pp. 74-75) notes that the word aesthetics has the root meaning of “taking in” and “breathing in of the world” and “gasping,” which suggests the act of perceiving deeply, freely.  According to these considerations the aesthetic attitude is primarily one that is non-judgementally open to the world through all the senses, including the sixth sense, the intuition and inner vision.  Although there is a relationship to the idea, it is through feelings and not thought, or thought only secondarily.  When it acts on its own, there is no sense of social duty, no ethical concerns, no reasoning.  Nor does it include a reflective religious function.

These considerations notwithstanding art, a product of the aesthetic instinct, and religion, were, in the beginning, sister activities (Rank, 1989).  Moreover, for the Hellenic imagination of the ancient Greeks, beauty was experienced in two ways.  The first way was through experiences of the natural world.  Although aesthetic interest mainly focused on the beauties of the natural world including the human body (Armstrong, 1987), intense experience of earthly beauty was considered to be the effect of divine enhancement.  Such a possibility for the Greek mind is explained in that according to Platonic thought, the material world as image makes present the incorporeal divine archetype.  In fact Artmstrong contends that Plato kept alive the Hellenic thought of the ancient Greeks, which was further developed by the neo-Platonist Plotinus and completely rehabilitated through Proclus.  The second way that beauty was experienced was in the theophanies of the gods and goddesses themselves.

The expectation for such experiences was provided for by general awareness of “the poikilia (p. 48),” or one divine world, expressed variously in a hierarchy of beauty.  The different grades and kinds of beauty imply the need for a sliding scale of value, an important notion for purposes of this essay.  It suggests that aesthetics ultimately not only involves perceiving passively, but also active Eros-based feeling evaluation.

According to our earlier discussion, based on the derivation of the word aesthetics, it is not evident that the aesthetic attitude involves an evaluative function of feeling.  It seems rather to have to do with perception, the senses and feeling as in emotion and feelings.  However, for the ancient Greeks, aesthetics was considered to be the province of the goddess Aphrodite, the “Beautiful One” and the appropriate sense organ the evaluative heart, the seat of Eros, which comes alone with imagination and sensation (Hillman, 1981).  Furthermore, Weekly (1967, p. 18) notes that through German philosophy, the word “aesthetic” now carries with it the sense of “criticism of taste,” indicating the need for feeling evaluations even if aesthetics as a discipline treats its subject too intellectually.  Finally, “gasping” and “breathing in of the world” as root meaning of the word aesthetics, to me, suggests that the evaluative function of feeling rooted in Eros plays a dominant role.

Still, the question of whether or not the aesthetic attitude includes Eros and feeling as an evaluative function is problematic in today’s world.  According to the Oxford Illustrated Dictionary (1970), the objective “aesthetic” refers to appreciating the beautiful according to principles of good taste, and the noun “aesthetic” refers to the philosophy of art and of the beautiful.  The fact that along with beauty, art is the primary subject matter of aesthetics as a discipline suggests that Eros and feeling are by definition intrinsic to aesthetics.  However, according to Herbert Read (1962), the eminent art historian, the contemporary artist does not differentiate between beauty and ugliness, at least in the meaning of these words that have come down to us from the later Greek period or the Renaissance.  He quotes artist Jean Dubuffet as exclaiming that the notions of ugliness and beauty are illusions, and sculptor Henry Moore as saying that, for him, power of expression goes deeper than the senses and moves him more deeply than beauty of expression.  It may be that what is being said, especially in the case of Moore, is that external cannons of beauty are no longer relevant.  But, in their place, there is a finer sense of inner discrimination of Eros-based feeling that is.

But, even Moore emphasizes the spiritual vitality in power of expression rather than the beautiful.  Moreover, it is difficult to get away from the fact that much of contemporary art does, indeed, not seem to be particularly concerned with beauty.  This phenomenon leads Erich Neumann (1983) to write of the “terrible beauty of modern art, which itself denies that it is beauty (p. 37)” and that “the beautiful is abandoned in favour of the true, of so-called ugliness (p. 24).”  Herbert Read (1987) echoes these sentiments, observing that “again and again modern artists have disowned the concept of the beautiful (p. 22).”   Neumann (p. 37) sums up his view of the situation with questionable praise in his paradoxical description of contemporary art as “neurotic in its rapture and ‘sacred’ in its neurosis.”

He also sees a new psychic flowering emerging from beyond the contemporary chaos.  Neumann (1959, 1974) particularly appreciates the paintings of Chagall and Klee and the sculpture of Henry Moore.  I can personally think of several other artists that reveal beauty in their work, for instance, sculptor Bill Reed and painters Georgia O’Keefe, Tom Harris, A. Y. Jackson, Emily Carr and others.  The same observation can be made of other aesthetic expressions, for instance poetry, music, dance and architecture.

The Function of Art

The question to address now is: exactly what is the function of art and what is its relationship to beauty and aesthetics?  Martin Heidegger (1977) argues that the essence of art is the alètheia or unconcealment of being, the becoming of truth.  The artist is technitès where technè denotes a way of knowing or apprehending what is present, as revealer of truth.  He also notes that beauty is one way in which truth can occur.  In contrast to the poet John Keats who writes that “Beauty is truth, truth is beauty,” Heideigger seems to be saying that although beauty must express truth, there are other kinds of truth.  That is to say, one of the functions of art is to reveal the truth of beauty.  The master poet, Sri Aurobindo (1971), speaks even more poignantly to this point observing that the truth great art seeks is that of beauty.

The latter also argues that the act of creation requires an “inner power of discrimination” which edits “in accordance with a principle of truth and beauty” (Sri Aurobindo, 1971, p. 131).  In addition, he observes that just as the Divine exists on all levels of being, “some things are more Divine than others,” and that there is, likewise, a gradation of values in the expression of art (Sri Aurobindo, 1972, p. 333).  As I suggested earlier, this same notion can be found in Plato (1987) leading him to banishing any art [poetry] from his ideal republic that does not live up to what he determines to meet the highest standards.

Sri Aurobindo makes other relevant comments on the nature of art.  He notes that it not only involves the expression of beauty but the “self expression of consciousness.”  He goes on to say that “there are not only aesthetic values, but life values, mind values and soul values that enter into art” (1972, p. 333).  He is highly critical of modern art, however, finding it, amongst other things monstrous and ugly, suggesting that it is not self-contained and that it lacks inner truth of life (Sri Aurobindo, 1972, p. 71), therefore, failing its mandate.  Jung expresses similar views, finding contemporary artists incapable of thinking, contemplating and finding meaning in their work, which he, too, finds “grotesque,” “ugly,” distorted and “revolting (quoted in Adler, 1975, p. 316).”
In contrast to Neumann, who sees modern artists as courageously facing the forces of chaos, both Jung and Sri Aurobindo seem to be saying that they are not producing art at all, nor are they courageously facing chaos.  Indeed, in one letter, Jung writes that contemporary art is serving chaos and even performing a kind of black magic, “increasing the state of disorder (quoted in Adler, 1975, p. 81-83).”  In another letter, he concedes that contemporary art is a creative force that “depicts the sickness of our times” wherein lies “its educative purpose (pp. 107, 108).”   My personal view is that, with some notable exceptions, there is still considerable truth in these assessments.  Moreover, although there are signs of a resurging interest in beauty since their day, there is little indication of any new significant trends as far as I know.  Indeed, in some ways it is getting worse.  For example, consider some of the popular expressions of contemporary music, painting, movies and television.

These observations, I believe, are generally valid despite the fact that there is a well reasoned argument that contemporary art is actually attempting to depict a new integral consciousness.  Jean Gebser demonstrates how some modern paintings fulfil the requirements for this new emerging structure of consciousness by giving several examples of art that show “the eruption of time in painting,” “a suppression of dualism” and “an a-rational and a-perspective character (1989, p. 470).”   Cubism, for example, in the art of Picasso, is a case in point.  I find his line of reasoning intuitively appealing and stimulating.  This phenomenon notwithstanding, the argument for the general lack of concern for beauty in contemporary art and culture is not, in my view, undermined.  

If art is fundamentally about beauty and contemporary art has little regard for it, then it is important to try and understand our traditional Western definition of what constitutes being beautiful.  Hilary Armstrong (1987) contends that what he refers to as cosmic piety or religiosity has had a powerful influence on European thought and imagination by way of a certain “re-Platonizing” and “re-Aristoteleanizing” of Stoicism.  This has lead to an “other worldly” attitude that undervalues awareness of the “poikilea,” that is the Divine manifestation in the beauties of the earth.  A preference for mathematical symmetry and order developed instead.  Similarly, Herbert Read (1987) notes that beginning with Aristotle’s Poetics, through medieval Scholasticism, the Italian Renaissance and the Enlightenment “beauty was conceived as an excellence in the proportion of things (p. 4).”
Clearly, contemporary art has been breaking away from these traditional external impositions.  Perhaps, too, there is, in some cases, an attempt, however unconscious, to discover the Divine as dynamic energy and beauty in power of expression.  The extraordinary impact of the art of primal people on the modern scene attests to that possibility.  However, there is no reason to believe that such art has to be without form and symmetry, although it may be of a different order, imposed from within.  Some primal art, for instance, Northwest coast native art and Hopi sand paintings suggests this to be the case, as does the splendid art from India.

These observations notwithstanding, there is a need come to terms with the contemporary lack of interest in beauty and the exaggerated predominance of ugliness.  Read (1987, p. 45) comes to our aid by exploring the meaning of the word ugly, in several Western languages in order to understand its root meaning.  He notes that the contrary to definitions of beauty given above is “turpitude” or “loathliness” related to the French laideur and Italian laidezze, which in their origin meant dull, stupid, senseless.  The German word “ugly” is based on the Middle English uggen or Old Norse ugga or ugglier, which is related to fear, causing fear, dreadful or terrible.  The Western conception of ugliness, therefore, has to do with what lacks symmetry, and the deformed and grotesque, which comes along with or indicates the subjective states of mind indicated here.  

Read (1987) also observes that the ugly has always been present in art, even Western art, for instance in the Christian iconography of Hell.  In the primitive world, where there is no antithesis between good and evil, beauty and ugliness, where spiritual force is considered immanent in nature, art has a magic function and images are often meant to elicit terror, fear or astonishment.  As in modern art, the patterns expressed are often not symmetrical, but grotesque and they are, according to the above observations, ugly, says Read, sublimely ugly.

Given their transcendent nature both the beautiful and the ugly are sublime and the proper study of art and aesthetics.  Both go beyond the reaches of ordinary experience of the individual ego.  Furthermore, ugly objects, observes Read, that are depicted by the artist with love and care redeem the hideous by transforming it through aesthetic value while lifting it to a higher level of acceptance.  In addition to the depiction of objects that are ugly in themselves there are works of art, where the deformation is not in the subject matter itself, but deliberately created by the artist.  Read sees this, too, as serving a psychological need and the expression and experience of this form of ugliness also a positive aesthetic phenomenon.

We can conclude from this discussion that traditional canons of beauty no longer apply and that the emphasis in much contemporary art is not beauty but on its contrary, ugliness.  This involves, as Neumann (1983) observes, the need for the artist to experience chaos as never before.  In the process there has been an acceptance of the ugly, not only for purposes of aesthetic transformation, but for depiction of the ugly in itself.  The fascination we have with the latter suggests that it, too, is sublime and beyond the ego, even if ugly.

When the ugly is transformed, for instance, when it is part of a larger aesthetic whole, a spiritual and psychological need is undoubtedly being fulfilled.  This allows for shadow qualities to be integrated into the aesthetic experience and can be, in this case, the result of attaining what can be referred to as the transcendent function of beauty, which takes one beyond the dualities of beauty and ugliness as we conceive them.  However, when artists deliberately create ugliness, or even when they show little or no concern for beauty, I wouldn’t put it like Read, that a psychological need is necessarily being catered to.  I would rather say as “self expression of consciousness (Sri Aurobindo, 1972, p. 333)” the artist is simply showing us a mirror to our contemporary reality, a reality that is anything but beautiful.  We are fascinated with the art of a Picasso, much of which was not done with loving care in my estimation because we see ourselves, in however a fractured state.

If it be true that the ultimate goal of art is the beautiful and that there are kinds and degrees of beauty, as Plato indicates and Sri Aurobindo confirms, then our aesthetic education requires learning discernment in beauty and differentiating between beauty and ugliness.  This requires not only the ability to perceive non-judgementally as does the contemporary artist, but also Eros and differentiation of the feeling function, as I indicated earlier.  Indeed, Jung allows for the possibility of “aesthetic intuition selecting and presenting its image with the help of feeling values (quoted in Sharp, 1982, p. 21).”  As the traditional canons of beauty no longer apply, there is a requirement to turn within for a finer discrimination of the heart.  There is a need, that is to say, to transcend conventional conceptions of what constitutes both beauty and ugliness.

The Path of Beauty

In their origin, art and religion were sister activities.  In primal cultures, art has a magical and transformational function for both community and individual alike.  Peter Birkhauser (1980), an under-recognized Swiss artist, argues that it is precisely the religious attitude that will redeem contemporary art from its present chaos.  He means by that, that there is a need for artists to take into careful consideration messages from the unconscious, including through their works of art, in addition to outer synchronistic events.  This requires sympathetic identification with the object of contemplation and its objectification through the art, along with a search for self-knowledge and meaning.  Sri Aurobindo and his co-worker the Mother (1970) also point to the similarity between the way of beauty and the path of yoga.  Indeed, in India, the way of art has traditionally been considered to be one path leading to the Divine as God of Beauty.

The common origin of art and religion can be explained by the fact that they each aim at direct experience of the archetype the source of which, according to Plotinus, is “of one quality which keeps intact all qualities in itself, of sweetness along with fragrance (quoted in Armstrong, 1987, p. 68).”  In Indian tradition the material creation is based on rasa - or “concentrated taste a spiritual essence of emotion, an essential aetheses, the soul’s pleasure in pure and perfect source of feeling (Sri Aurobindo, as quoted in Purani, 1962, p. 63),”  the experience of which gives delight.  The archetypal essence of life is delight, and, says Sri Aurobindo, beauty can be defined as a self-concentrated “form of delight (p. 75).”  In other words, the realization of beauty comes by giving form to the experience of bliss or ananda.  In a small way it is the sense of contentment and satisfaction that comes while completing a creative piece of work.

The proper aspiration for the artist and for people on the path of beauty is to deepen their connection to Eros and the delight of existence and to give it form or expression in life.  The archetype, however, comes not only with Eros but also with Logos, that is to say as well as consciousness-force it comes with the quality of differentiation and meaning.  Another way of saying that is that the archetype comes with the idea, as well as the effective power of realization.  That is to say, in addition to the experiences of beauty per se and existential delight, the path of beauty can also bring knowledge and the power to transform both culture and life.

On the path of beauty, one relates to ideas subjectively through feeling.  Characteristically this means that one gets excited by ideas and evaluates them according to whether one likes them or not.  On this path, one can also relate to power through form of aesthetic expression.  As I alluded to earlier, some art expresses more power than other art.  For example, decorative art has virtually no power in it.  Nor do a certain style of naive art or new age art.  The art of primal people, on the other hand, generally gives form to a considerable amount of power.  Indeed, it may be that power of expression is what modern art is trying to come to terms with, which explains its rather meagre interest in the idea of beauty per se.  Whatever the case may be, these reflections indicate that the experience of beauty can touch one at all levels of being, encouraging wholeness.  These observations, therefore, support the legitimacy of a path based on art or beauty, an aesthetic path, especially when coupled with a religious attitude.

The Psychological Perspective

But is that enough for the task of conscious individuation?  Jung argues that it isn’t.  Contemplating contents of the collective unconscious and giving artistic form to them does not mean that appropriate action follows, or that one’s own life is transformed.  For that to happen, it is necessary to have a developed conscience and an ethical attitude.  As Jung (1974) observes, the cure of neurosis is very much a moral issue.  He writes “it took a thousand years of Christian differentiation to make it clear that the good is not always the beautiful and the beautiful not necessarily the good (p. 28).”   His counterpart from India, Sri Aurobindo (1971), takes essentially the same view and argues that, in addition to the aesthetic impulse toward the beautiful, there is another instinct, the ethical, which seeks the good.  Like Jung, he argues that the problematic nature of practical reality requires the realization of this instinct for self-fulfilment.  Without the development of character, he argues “there is no enduring power of life (p. 91).”  If contemporary art is truly a mirror to the reality of our society, which it seems to be, then not only the religious attitude, but the ethical must come to the aid of the purely aesthetic approach to life.

In fact, individuation requires a psychological attitude that is open to all the natural and noble inclinations in humankind.  This not only includes the aesthetic, ethical and religious impulses, but also the instinct for knowledge and truth.  In addition, in the business of life itself, which also seeks individuation, there is both an instinctual drive for the realization of power as well as a drive for pleasure and happiness.

Conclusion

Differentiation of the aesthetic instinct is essential for self-fulfilment of the contemporary person and the art of life.  For some people it is more dominant than for others, but it is a natural drive potentially active in everybody.  It allows for non-judgemental openness to experience, both inner and outer.  Individuation of this instinct leads to ever finer appreciation of beauty and harmony and the experience of delight as the essential stuff of existence.  Although the authentic aesthetic instinct aspires toward the highest value, it needs to be subsumed to the psyche’s greater drive for completeness and the development of consciousness.  The art of living requires more than just an aesthetic attitude.  As life seeks the realization of the many coloured rainbow hues of consciousness, the art of life seeks wholeness.  This requires subsuming the aesthetic attitude to the psychological perspective.
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